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Social value is understood by individuals but is itself a contested concept, although community and participation are key associated terms. Arguably social value of protected areas can be viewed as primarily recreational and aesthetic. Perhaps as a result, social value is often much less considered when compared to environmental and economic aspects when planning the establishment and management of protected areas in coastal locations. Understanding how society values these areas could therefore make a significant difference to optimising management direction and outcomes. Furthermore, understanding non-monetary values could help evaluate trade-offs which can be made between scenarios such as alternative development, management and conservation.

Literature on social value touches on many topics including the emotional appreciation of wilderness and theory of visitor management. Ironically, in future, climate change may raise social value at the coast given a public fascination with dramatic storms and sensational rapid change as a result of coastal processes. In order to identify social value, evaluate how it has been applied, and suggest better future integration, research focussing on selected coastal protected areas in England and Wales has taken an inductive grounded theory approach. A combination of practitioner and public interviews were undertaken to inform the design of a normative statement and model of social value. To understand social values at an operational level a detailed ‘zoning chart’ exercise in conjunction with an expert scoring system was applied to four case studies

This work has resulted in validating social value criteria and has highlighted the complexities of measuring social value, particularly using a scoring system to rate the criteria. Tranquillity, for example, is typically subjective. Zoning charts proved to be a productive data collection tool, allowing visualisation of the criteria. All the data collection phases demonstrated that criteria in the ‘spirituality and natural environment’ theme provided the most social value to the public. Criteria in this theme include areas where it is possible to get away from other people in order to experience tranquillity, isolation and remoteness: experiences of views and open coastline: inspirational opportunities for art, poetry and photography: and an outdoor experience in a place where people want to be. 









There is a current environment of change and progress within UK marine protection, reflected internationally by examples such as the proposal by the UK to protect a huge area of the Indian Ocean (Chagos Reserve) and nationally by the Marine and Coastal Access Act, 2009 (DEFRA, 2009).  Marine and Coastal Protected Areas (MCPA) have become the predominant inter-governmental response to the deterioration of marine resources (IUCN, 2008) and this is particularly apparent within the UK’s government agenda in this area. However, despite the many initiatives to establish MCPAs, and people being attracted to coastal areas generally (Fabbri, 1990; Fletcher and Potts, 2008) the wider UK public lacks understanding and awareness regarding the marine environment (Rose, 2008). Halpenny (2000) associates low awareness of the marine environment with weak administrative structures and low funding for MPAs. Therefore the balance of benefits provided by MCPAs is reliant on well-planned management if detrimental ecological, social and cultural consequences are to be avoided (Mastny, 2001; Christ et. al.  2003). 

Over the last 20 years, loss of biodiversity has been the primary rationale for establishing protected areas (Putney, 2003, Mose and Weixlbaumer, 2007). This is despite social, cultural, economic and political factors helping to shape the development, management and performance of MCPAs, more than the biological or physical factors (Pomeroy et al. 2003). Furthermore, most social values associated with protected areas are assumed to have accompanying economic value, for example through coastal functions such as recreation and tourism (Reichelt, 2008). However, certain attributes of protected areas are difficult to assess in economic terms, yet are highly important to people. They are the non-material qualities of human life, such as aesthetics and spiritual value (Putney, 2000). Significantly, due to their predominantly intangible nature, these values are inherently complex and difficult to communicate to decision makers. There is also a lack of conventional tools available for their evaluation (Verschuuren, 2006) highlighting the need for an appropriate framework or methodology (Pike et. al. 2010).   





The research requirements, to establish views on the perception of social value and conduct data collection in a predominantly non-statistical manner, set this research in the qualitative area of enquiry (Strauss and Corbin, 1998).  An inductive approach was adopted with the ultimate objective of producing a normative statement of best practice and a conceptual framework of social value. A grounded theory methodology approach was selected for its associations with inductive research, whereby the researcher develops theoretical meaning from the data (Mason, 2002). This helped to ‘ground’ the data collected to derive a normative statement and model of social value that demonstrated the views of the research participants (Strauss and Corbin, 1990; 1998). 

Based on the grounded theory methodology, primary data collection occurred in three phases. Initially 24 semi-structured, telephone interviews with MCPA practitioners were conducted to identify what was understood by social value within their MCPA and the activities which encouraged or discouraged it. Secondly the public visiting MCPAs were interviewed in four different sites. Finally four case-study areas were selected to lead the relevant practitioners through a social value zoning exercise to determine the operational value of the normative statement and further validate the conceptual framework. 

The first draft of the normative statement and conceptual framework was developed after the initial phase of data collection and refined after the subsequent phases as research progressed. The normative statement can be described as subjective statements that help to express value judgments regarding the most desirable situation within a given set of circumstances (Riley, 2006). The statement provides examples of criteria producing optimum social value and was derived from the collective practitioner and public interviews and case-studies. The conceptual framework is a visual representation of the key data themes to emerge from the data collection phases. 

At each of the four case-study sites observations were conducted independently from the shore and additionally by boat at one voluntary marine conservation area. Gillham (2000) refers to this as ‘detached observation’ which is usually a ‘fly on the wall’ approach used in naturalistic research. The observations helped the researcher to visualise first hand the natural environment of each MCPA.  The exercise also provided the researcher with an insight into other site aspects such as access, signage, activities, site maintenance and visitor numbers, which proved particularly useful, combined with the other case study evidence. In-depth, semi-structured interviews were carried out with the MCPA practitioners in conjunction with the normative statement of social value, and admiralty charts for the social value zoning exercise. Using the normative statement criteria as discussion points the interviewees were invited to address each example in the statement one by one applying a score of one to five. The scores were applied to their current situation within the MCPA and the projected achievable ideal, as displayed in Table 1.		

Table 1 Demonstration of scoring in the normative statement
Example	Current	Achievable Ideal
Base-line surveys	3	5
(Scale of 1-5, with 5 being the most applicable.)

The difference highlighted between the scores indicated areas where social value could be increased. The scoring mechanism used in the normative statement provided the first set of quantitative data which was used in support of the previous findings and was particularly enlightening when combined with the semi-structured detailed interviews.  In conjunction with the normative statement scoring, interviewees were asked to indicate some of these criteria by marking them onto the admiralty charts of their MCPA. This social value zoning exercise helped to stimulate discussion around each topic and allowed the interviewees to focus on the accuracy of their comments, for example by mapping various social value criteria such as main access points against areas of tranquillity. The combination of research techniques employed for the case studies proved a powerful mechanism for obtaining supporting evidence of the statement and model and helped to identify new, practical issues regarding the management of social value. All the interviews were digitally recorded to ensure accuracy of transcriptions and data safety through making back up recordings






Key analysis and findings





Intangible social value in relation to MCPAs can be viewed as the non-cognitive, emotional responses that individuals have to the natural environment (Lockwood, 2006). As a theme of social value, spirituality encompasses the intangible values of an MCPA and is the only social value theme identified which fits exclusively in the non-tangible category (See diagram 1). During interviews practitioners identified spirituality as encompassing many elements which included tranquillity, relaxation, the experience of nature, beaches and coastal towns as part of a recreational experience, and peacefulness, filled with sounds of nature. The public indirectly identified spirituality as the ‘outdoors experience’ which took them out of their homes and offices and “away from modern life” allowing them to connect with nature.  The smell of the sea, enjoying the fresh air, bird song and beautiful views, were some of the sensory connections the public made with MCPAs and, as part of the natural environment, were stated as the main reason they visited such places. Other intangible social values identified included a perception of dynamic coastal changes and place attachment as discussed below. 
Tranquillity and spirituality
Tranquillity was shown to be highly valued within rural England and has been connected to people’s well-being and quality of life (Jackson et. al., 2008). Within a study by the Council fir the Protection of Rural England (2006) a range of criteria considered to affect tranquillity were studied, including traffic noise and light glow. A daily presence of these at certain levels, were shown to affect an individual’s mental state. The TQL study in 2008 focused specifically on constant traffic noise and showed this to be severely degrading individual’s experience of an area (TQL, 2008). Case studies in Looe VMCA and Chichester AONB demonstrated areas scarce in tranquillity with constant traffic noise in the majority of the site and the likelihood of being near other people. Despite this, interviewees at both these sites rated highly tranquillity, places for solitude, reflection and areas where you could experience isolation. This indicated that the sense of tranquillity is relative to the surrounding area and equal in the context of social value, if not more important, when in close proximity to a dense urban population, due to the relative perception of tranquillity. The Chichester interviewee also mentioned that light pollution was something beyond their control that they had to accept. This point acknowledges that some features within MCPAs, both natural and man-made, encouraging and discouraging social value, are fixed. This is a consideration that should be made during site selection and recognised and understood in existing sites, so that social value and management decisions concerning them are taken into account. 
Spirituality was connected with the intangible value of a MCPA which is manifested through the intrinsic value of the physical environment (Connelly and Smith, 2002). These values play a crucial, yet under-stated role in coastal and marine environments, particularly due to the draw of such areas for coastal recreation, development and other activities. The research demonstrated that the importance of spirituality is not highly recognised by practitioners’ organisations compared with ecology, education and the other environmental qualities and features, including aesthetics. Despite aesthetics being a non-tangible value that is considered to be encompassed by spirituality, spirituality was assigned the lowest value. However, practitioners made numerous references to spirituality throughout the interviews and the elements of this theme were highly recognised by the public as discussed. This disparity again reinforced the need for a shared understanding of all the social values effecting MCPAs if a full and effective contribution to MCPA development is to be made. Intangible social values have an important role in the debate about coastal conflicts, especially within coastal development and planning. Recognising this importance, social value should therefore be considered on an equitable basis with the conservation and economic requirements of the area.  MCPA organisations need to get away from only managing measurable outputs and assign equal priority and consideration to significant but less measurable values.

Dynamic coastal changes




All the phases of data collection, and in particular the case-studies, emphasised the emotive connection people have with the coast. In respect to MCPAs, spirituality, as discussed, was primarily associated with a sense of place that can be experienced collectively or individually (Lockwood, 2006). The research demonstrated more clearly that public perception of the sea is principally focused on the coast, coastal views and landscapes, and not specifically on marine elements, with interviewees tending to view the sea as the coast. This concurs with a study by Natural England (Rose, 2008) which highlighted public perception issues surrounding marine interpretation and awareness. 

The sense of place attachment associated with the coast also extended to memorials for loved ones and more sinisterly with suicide. This was a subject that, when investigated more thoroughly through the case studies, was found to be common to all the research sites. In Looe VMCA and Pembrokeshire NP individuals had on occasions hired fishermen to take them out to the sea for the purpose of scattering ashes. Memorial plaques and benches were also commonplace in MCPAs such as Pembrokeshire NP and Chichester AONB. 











Visitor experiences can be shaped by management constructs of social value such as community involvement projects, involving for example, volunteer work such as habitat’s management and beach cleans. Site interpretation and other information sources aimed at increasing awareness of the site are also examples of tangible methods of increasing social value.  
. 
The visitor experience is also managed indirectly through capacity control via the site’s infrastructure, for example, restricting or extending car parks and other key access points into the site. The amenities available help shape the visitor experience and range from small cafes to visitor centres. Arguably, the natural environment also holds intrinsic value, regardless of whether people are present to value it or not (Connelly and Smith, 2002). There is also strong evidence that natural recovery of degraded sites occurs where nature is allowed to be undisturbed, increasing social value, albeit indirectly, through lack of human presence in an area. Lundy’s no take zone demonstrates that denying human intervention in certain zones can increase its vitality and productivity, which ultimately increases social value through enhancing biodiversity.  

Therefore the management role essentially becomes one of maintaining balance within the site. In essence it is about balancing the rights of people to enjoy natural settings in protected areas countered against the potential damage this impact may have on the environment. Responsibility to ensure optimum capacity is essential to maintaining the natural ‘health’ of the area and is something that requires constant refinement as circumstances change. Closing areas of a MCPA to the public to protect breeding species or certain habitats, for example, has undoubted benefits to maintaining the health and recovery of the natural environment, but restricts the visitor experience and to some extent denies the right to public access. 






MCPAs and social inclusion

MCPA managers have an important role to play in respect to the construction of social value through various projects and initiatives, the shaping of the visitor experience as part of the site management and, trying to ensure a wider public social engagement with the area especially from the typically under-represented groups, such as ethnic minorities and disabled people. An interesting finding of this research was the lack of ethnic minority and disabled groups of people visiting the research MCPA sites. This is an interesting area that MCPA practitioners were certainly aware of and in some cases trying to address. For example, in Pembrokeshire Coast National Park this is an important part of their remit and they have worked with visually impaired people and the carers who support disabled people, so they can assist with visits of less-abled people. Pembrokeshire Coast National Park have their own outreach officer who manages the ‘Social inclusion and outreach programme’. (Pembrokeshire Coast NP, 2010). However they struggle to increase inclusion amongst ethnic groups, as the NP does not have large ethnic population to draw on. Castle Hill LNR and the Seven Sisters VMCA have disabled access to and within their sites and encourage these groups to use them. In the last few years there has been a concerted effort made by government agencies and the National Park Authorities to widen social inclusion to the NPs to ensure that they are accessible to everyone (Pendergast, 2004). Projects such as ‘Mosaic’ provide a good example where efforts have been made to raise awareness of people from ethnic minorities to the recreational opportunities available from NPs. Mosaic is a partnership supported by Natural England and developed in response to ethnic minority groups making up a very low percentage of National Park visitors. Mosaic works to ensure all people have equal opportunities to enjoy the benefits of National Parks (Mosaic, 2010).


Dense neighbouring urban populations





Overlapping protected area designations are a relatively modern phenomenon in the UK. All the research MCPAs had some overlap designations. Some sites incorporated as many as 85 other designations of varying types within their boundaries. The main overlapping designations were notably SSSIs as these are the most prolific protected area designation in the UK. The social value of a MCPA is inclusive of the other designations overlapping its boundaries and any independent management of them. In the same way as a MCPA may span two or more counties, each with their own councils and bylaws which may affect the day to day running of an area and contribute to conflicts or agreement on decision making. Therefore overlapping designations need to be considered by managers as they have implications for social value. 

Literature suggests that overlapping designations can cause confusion to practitioners and the public and may instil a false perception of protection (Roberts et al. 2003). Whilst this is not disputed, this research has demonstrated that overlapping designations can also increase social value. For example the interviewee for the case study at Pembrokeshire Coast National Park felt that multiple protected areas designations helped raise the public’s awareness of the area as somewhere very special and therefore in need of protection. Another example is the Seven Sister’s VMCA where there were not enough resources to produce a management plan of its own but the VMCA was included in the Sussex Downs AONB management plan as it covered some of the same area, and by implication is partly managed by it within the terrestrial boundary of the site. Monitoring work was also conducted on the site of the VMCA by the AONB. MCPA designation remits vary and each will bring a slightly different type of protection to the area. For example SSSIs have a scientific remit and their sites have to be monitored for certain conditions and flora and fauna, whilst AONBs are managed for their natural beauty and valuable landscape qualities. Over lapping designations in this sense may complement each other and add value from their different duties as MCPAs, but there is the potential for conflicts to arise over the management of the overlapping protections and confusion for the public. In relation to social value, the question needs to be asked, whose voice really counts? Often there is more than one person overseeing the same area, due to an overlap(s) which may lead to conflict amongst practitioners and confusion amongst the public, despite the potential benefits of additional social value. Therefore social value maybe increased by the better funded designations but with the implication that this deflects attention away from the poorer ones, for example VMCAs, which are arguably equally important but for different reasons. This again highlights the need for shared understanding and collaboration between MCPA managers of overlapping designations. There needs to be greater integration between the land and sea with a less compartmentalised approach to MCPA management of these vulnerable areas if optimum social value is to be achieved.

Research education and interpretation

Much research and education was undertaken by MCPA staff with local schools and other learning institutes. The protected natural environment lends itself well, not only to the curriculum based activities but also to students who wish to further their knowledge of an area. Research and educational opportunities were considered an important aspect of MCPAs by practitioners and the public. This category was also collectively scored highly by interviewees according to how they felt their designation body viewed it, demonstrating the importance of research and education in many of the MCPAs remits. The case studies also proved that social value could be greatly increased for the MCPAs concerned, in the area of research and education, as indicated by the difference in current and achievable ideal scores.





Certain natural features of a MCPA, or flora and fauna can be used as points of interest and as educational assets, but also in terms of promotion and marketing. The research demonstrated that the majority of interviewees used low key promotional strategies focussed locally to inform people once they were in the area. These strategies were largely intended to create a sustainable balance between a MCPA’s conservation remit and the number of people visiting. The emphasis of MCPA promotion tended to about informing people about the area rather than a focus on attracting more people to it. MCPAs, where visitor capacity has been reached, particularly wanted to use promotion as a way of improving the quality of peoples’ visit to the area, rather than attracting more visitors. The literature (Bushell et. al., 2007) also places emphasis on the quality of the visitor experience as an essential component to the success of the protected area. Understanding visitor numbers is of economic significance to the supporting businesses of MCPAs and commerce in the area and this can translate to ‘visitor spend’ figures. Businesses and the supporting infrastructure of a MCPA rely economically on the site attracting as many people as possible to make use of their goods and services. This can be at odds with capacity management and conservation goals, but if an optimum balance is not achieved, the subsequent consequences will impact all parties using the MCPA. 










The conceptual model is a culmination of the research and provides a visual representation of the key data themes of social value in MCPAs from the managerial, public and operational level. The model in Figure 1 is broadly spilt into three sections which communicate the tangible and non-tangible elements of social value and those that can fit into both these areas. 

Spirituality is the only theme to be purely non-tangible and is represented in its own circle. The middle circle is for the themes that fit into the tangible and non-tangible categories. Interpretation, which makes up part of the research and education theme within the tangible section, can also be intangible when relating to people’s individual, emotional interpretation and response to a MCPA. In the same way, access can be associated with the sense of freedom and un-restricted access, and the perception of being able to move around a MCPA without any barriers. Activities undertaken in MCPAs were predominantly of a tangible nature although some, such as enjoying a beautiful view, listening to sounds of nature and watching the sea are examples of non-tangible activities and as discussed have been categorised under the theme of spirituality. Community involvement through use of a MCPA as a place of memorial can also be considered a non-tangible function. In the tangible circle of the model the three key themes include infrastructure, marketing and promotion and research, education and interpretation. In the cross-over circle, interpretation of an MCPA can relate to information boards often used on sites to get across messages about the designation. Access can be physical access points which may include jetties, car parks and coastal towns. Activities are often tangible forms of recreation, including horse riding, windsurfing and coaststeering and so on. Finally community involvement may include events organised by the MCPA such as guided walks and festivals and so on. 

An outer circle surrounds the three inner circles of the social value themes showing the relationship of the natural environment and management control over all the other themes. The dotted arrow from management control to spirituality indicates that MCPA managers only have an indirect control in this area. The research did not set out to prioritise the themes of social value although this would make an interesting area of future study. The research does however provide a view of what is required to produce optimum social value of an area. If one was focusing purely on intrinsic social value, all themes in the model would be un-necessary except for the natural environment. However, when people visit an MCPA many more themes become important and often have a reliance on one another for their existence. For example, if people are going to visit a MCPA, at the bare minimum, access will be required into a site, and infrastructure supporting the access, in terms of a path or road would be required to facilitate the access, and so on. 













It has been established that social values, in particular the non-tangible values, are hard to communicate to decision makers who tend to be driven by economics, primarily because of their generally un-quantifiable nature. The research demonstrated the need for innovative project management practice that directly links the management of social value with community participation. Community participation can be used as a strong communication tool by MCPA practitioners. It can also provide the local community with a sense of ownership of the MCPA and can provide a cheap labour force who, in turn are repaid with the benefits of giving something back to the area, whilst enjoying and learning about the location and meeting like-minded people. Community engagement (and thus enhanced social value) can also be achieved through education and this is an area that all MCPAs were concerned with, particularly in respect to school visits. Thus through public engagement with the MCPA, promotion of the designation can take place and will achieve mutual benefits if successful. 

Capacity control and maintaining a healthy balance between visitors to the area and protection of a valuable MCPA, are fundamentally important to social value and the success of these areas. Low key promotion and marketing strategies were shown to be preferable within MCPAs.  Social value was promoted through aiming to improve the quality of the visitor experience, rather than the quantity of visitors. This was achieved by local promotion through information about the site, rather than advertising the area to the wider public. The same can be applied to infrastructure where key access points can be used as a mechanism to effectively control visitor numbers. Understanding visitor numbers is an important aspect of controlling site capacity and this can most effectively be achieved through the use of pressure counters placed at key access points. The research highlighted a lack of ethnic minority and disabled groups visiting MCPAs. On further investigation this proved to be an issue common to all the research MCPAs despite the fact that National Parks in particular have high priorities to increase social inclusion of all minority groups. Widening social inclusion of minority groups is important to MCPAs so that the social value of the area can be enjoyed and ultimately understood by all groups of people.

Social value was seen to be increased in certain cases where designation(s) overlap, particularly where one of the designations had a core budget and more than one member of staff managed the area. However, there needs be much greater clarity in respect to whom is ultimately making decisions where overlaps exist, to avoid practitioner and public confusion. A need for an integrated approach to be applied to management practices was demonstrated by the research, particularly in the area of enforcement. Community approaches are one method of producing a united approach to management through community driven benefits to all concerned. When people are involved with the MCPA, they will be in communication regarding it, and this is an essential channel to enable effective management and integration. Integration is particularly important at the coastal administrative boundaries of a MCPA as there is a current lack of clarity between the enforcement bodies concerned, especially when more than one authority has to become involved with an issue.
Given the inevitable coastal changes that will take place in MCPAs due the impacts of climate change, particularly sea level rise, it is important for MCPA managers to understand the future dynamics and changing coastal boundaries within their sites. This is likely to help the management of longer term impacts on social value in terms of recreation, access and safety of the site. Base-line data and information needs at all levels were considered useful in terms of being able to forecast future events and deliver effect management responses and the provision of this kind of data is highlighted in the normative statement. Furthermore, it was recognised that some aspects of climate change may enhance social value.

The need for longer term funding and/or reasonable core budgets for MCPAs was emphasised by the practitioner interviews in order to establish a consistent, sustainable approach to management that will increase public awareness of the site over time and the quality of the visitor experience. The research also proved that better funded MCPAs had more control over their designations than those lacking in funds and were able to invest in technologies. Therefore social value, through the tangible criteria of MCPAs, was increased by resources especially staff and funds, but had little direct bearing on the non-tangible criteria of these protected areas. 
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